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Stars and Stripes Exposes Pentagon Secret Media Analyst Program

Pentagon officials were forced to admit they hired a PR firm to produce secret background profiles of journalists seeking to cover the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan following an investigation by the Stars and Stripes newspaper, a daily published for U.S. service members in 48 countries.

The military now has terminated its contract with the Rendon Group, which prepared the summaries for military public affairs officials. The journalists were rated “positive,” “negative” or “neutral” based on their likelihood of giving the military friendly coverage.

Kevin Baron is one of the reporters who broke the story. 

Kevin Baron: And at the bottom of these reports, they would go on to suggest whether or not that reporter would be susceptible to good-news kind of coverage, if given the opportunity, or if they were the kind of reporter who got a lot of negative ratings, then perhaps they could be neutralized with a different kind of coverage and opportunities.

That the Pentagon compiles information on journalists is nothing new. A vetting process for any journalist looking to embed with the military is certainly necessary. But what the Rendon Group was doing went far beyond the initial vision of the embed program: It tied the media analysis to the denial or approval of a journalist’s request.

The analysis wasn’t being used as a way to screen whether the applicant was a good reporter in terms of accuracy and writing skill, but whether the reporter would write good news about the military.

Kevin Baron: The Army has rules for this embed system that was created when this war started in the previous administration. And written right into it, says that no way is this system designed to prevent bad news or embarrassing news about the military to get out. This is supposed to be the military’s way of facilitating journalism of the war, of making it happen: Getting reporters where they need to be, making sure everybody’s safe, all that kind of stuff. It’s not supposed to have anything to do with a way to spin the war, to control reporters, to direct them where to go or anything like that.

Yet journalists who want to cover the U.S. military in a war zone can’t get access unless they embed with the troops.

Kevin Baron: You know, there’s a lot of new journalists who are trying to get into Afghanistan now – there’s new fighting going on, it’s a renewed story, it’s getting into the winter, there’s going to be more demand for this, not less. And so the more hiccups in this system that we hear about, the more they’re going to start to mount up. We’ll see how smoothly things go.
Baron says that the Stars & Stripes investigation of the embedded journalist program will continue.

Watchdogs and Congress Target Online Behavioral Marketing

Internet marketers gather information from virtually every click we make online – where we go, what we watch, and what we buy. They compile the data for what is called “behavioral advertising:” ads targeted specifically for you.

Privacy watchdogs have long warned that too much of this information is being gathered without our knowledge. Now Congress might be stepping in. Rick Boucher of Virginia, the chairman of the House Commerce Committee, is drafting a bill that would impose new rules for how Web sites and marketers ensure user privacy and safety. 

Last week, a coalition of consumer advocates and privacy groups called on Congress and the Federal Trade Commission to create a system that’s transparent, accountable and has meaningful consumer rights, especially when it comes to privacy.

Susan Grant is the director of consumer protection at the Consumer Federation of America. She wants marketers and Web sites to stop collecting sensitive information.

Susan Grant: Sensitive information, like somebody’s race, ethnicity, their sexual orientation, their political activity and other very personal information shouldn’t be collected and used for behavioral advertising at all. Some in Congress feel that it would be OK to collect that kind of information as long as the consumer opted in, that is, affirmatively agreed to it. We’re saying that that information should be off-limits period, because the potential for abuse is just too great.

Abuse could be in the form of what is called “digital redlining,” which could impact obtaining credit or accessing government benefits, educational opportunities or insurance. 

Susan Grant: Information about consumers would be compiled to profile them, and then perhaps offer one person goods or services at less advantageous terms or of lower quality than another person, based on that profile.
And there are other concerns about how information gathered by this type of Internet spying can be used.

Susan Grant: We’re also concerned about the possibility for information to be stolen by identity thieves, for information in profiles to be used by the government, for instance, to try to find people who may fit the profile that they think exists of terrorists or other uses way beyond that of advertising.
Grant’s first priority for an online behavioral tracking and targeting bill is to make sure marketers and Web sites can’t collect information unless users opt in to the data-mining process. She would also like to see the Federal Trade Commission create a “Do Not Track” registry, similar to the “Do Not Call” registry.

For more information about online tracking, go to consumerfed.org
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